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Introduction

Floating in a glass case alongside the lifeless pelt of a jeweled marten and a pendant cross
made of bright emeralds and dangling pearls is a most unusual confection of a feather fan (figure
1). Its golden, pierced handle is upright, pointing towards the sky. Feathers surround its base,
creating wings that look like they are ready to lift off and take flight. Alternating sections of
white and pink feathers make up the block pattern that forms the body. Each plume works with
its neighbor to create a sense of wispy energy. You can almost feel the cool brush of air the
feathers would send your way if only you could reach in and wrap your own fingers around the
intricate handle. This fan is no ordinary item sold in a storefront. It is an object recreated in 2019
on the occasion of the Frick Collection’s exhibition “Moroni: The Riches of Renaissance
Portraiture” in imitation of a fan held by a woman, Isotta Brembati, in a sixteenth-century
portrait (figure 2). The Frick exhibition focuses on Moroni’s immense contribution to the genre
of portraiture. By highlighting this feather fan from the Brembati portrait, the Frick calls
attention to the significance of this type of fashionable accessory in elite portraiture. In going as
far as recreating the fan that Brembati was holding in her portrait, the curators Aimee Ng and
Simone Facchineti demonstrated how something as incidental as a fan was no mere afterthought.
Moreover, it directs the viewer to interrogate such items in order to gain a more in depth
understanding of who was being memorialized in paint. This thesis will demonstrate how feather
fans in sixteenth-century portraiture not only allowed the female sitter to express her own claims
to wealth, status, and power but also acted as a visual indicator of the changes that were
occurring on the global stage. Feather fans were multifaceted symbols; they were objects
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produced and consumed because of enlarging networks of exchange, which in turn meant they
were imbued with more meaning than what initially met the eye.
While a great many sources mention or briefly remark on the inclusion of fans in
portraiture, there are few scholarly works that devote themselves entirely to understanding why
the feather fan was so popularly employed in sixteenth-century portraiture. Fashion historians
and fan experts such as Nancy Armstrong and Hélène Alexander provided this thesis with the
background necessary to understand how fans have been used throughout history, why they held
importance then, and why during the sixteenth century feather fans in particular were given a
place of visual importance.1 Although both authors offer a plethora of scholarship on the topic,
they devote few pages specifically to fans made of feathers.
More often than not, when the inclusion of the feather fan is mentioned, the text does not
go beyond a bit of visual analysis or simply stating that it was one of the many accessories the
woman in question was holding. Perhaps this lack of discussion is due to the seemingly short
period of time that the feather fan saw itself en vogue, soon to be replaced, in terms of popularity,
in the seventeenth century by the folding fan.2 But brevity does not exclude importance. Women
of the highest rank not only owned feather fans but chose to be painted holding them. The silence
on the subject is not a mere oversight but, rather, may be understood through the lack of
surviving physical examples. The feathers used to make these fans were easily ruined from wear,
frequently replaced, and eventually decomposed over time, leaving the modern historian with
little physical evidence of the fan itself or—as with the Frick Collection—with having to recreate
one from scratch.3 Luckily, though, we are afforded masterful renderings of fans in paint. While
1

Nancy J. Armstrong, A Collectors History of Fans (New York: C. N. Potter, 1974); Hélène, Alexandre, Fans (London:
Batsford, 1984). Alexander, it should be noted, is the founder and director of The Fan Museum in Greenwich, London.
2
Blanche Payne, History of Costume: from the Ancient Egyptians to the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper & Row, 1965),
368.
3
Aimee Ng, “Catalogue” in Moroni: The Riches of Renaissance Portraiture (New York: The Frick Collection, 2019), 182.
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not the same as the physical object, these painted versions provide us with insight into what was
once a flourishing aspect of early modern material culture.
The history of the fan, both those made of feathers and those made of other materials,
illuminates a trend of globality which the sixteenth-century objects of this study continue to
develop. Fans, including feathered ones, are known to have been in use in court settings in both
China and Japan pre-dating the sixth century c.e.4 Across the globe in Ancient Egypt, pharaohs
and other royals utilized two versions of feather fans: a single feather version for more personal
use and a larger, more eye-catching semi-circular ostrich feather fan for royal processionals.5
Fans, then, as in the sixteenth century were used for both their practical as well as their symbolic
functions. Although focusing on primarily European, female employment of feather fans, the
global nature of this object is vital to understanding why, for seemingly a brief moment in
history, the feather fan was used with such frequency in female portraiture. In both its inspiration
and material sourcing, the feathers that make up these fans traversed the globe, from the elite
circles of Northern Italy and Tudor England to the Americas and regions of the Ottoman Empire,
showing that even a small, hand-held accessory could be caught up and influenced by the
growing interactions, expanding trade routes, and colonial conquests of a multitude of nations
and empires. I will argue throughout the following chapters that it was precisely these agents of
change that created an environment where the feather fan’s usage and meaning were able to
transcend their initially perceived ‘frivolity’ and thus take on further symbolic meaning through
the visual language found within portraiture.
The peak of feather fan usage, specifically in terms of being represented in paint within
portraiture, occurs during the latter half of the sixteenth century. Although typically replaced by

4
5

Armstrong, A Collectors History, 11.
Payne, History of Costume, 25.
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folding and painted fans, feathers in fans did not disappear altogether after their
sixteenth-century heyday and later examples of feather fans help to further cement the legacy of
a very specific moment in time. Take for example a seventeenth-century Dutch portrait by
Rembrandt van Rijn. Portrait of a Lady with an Ostrich-Feather Fan (figure 3) comes about a
half century after the last portrait to be discussed in this thesis and yet, while in its own context,
it continues the visual dialog created by and around feather fans that will be established over the
course of the next three chapters. The unknown sitter in Rembrandt’s portrait is shown in
three-quarter view, her arms crossed at her waist, and eyes glancing to her right, denying direct
contact with the viewer. She is against a shadowy rust colored background and her subdued
clothing color palette of black and white match its understated nature. Her clothing, like some of
the other portraits that populate this research is demure while also being luxurious; powerfully
commenting on the status and wealth of the sitter without being ostentatious. Although she wears
multiple pieces of jewelry including a large pearl brooch and multiple gold bracelets on her
wrists, it is the large white feather fan in her left hand that immediately stands out upon viewing.
In this case, the fan is made up of what seems to be a single, full-bodied white feather whose
handle is all but invisible, overshadowed by the brilliance of the plume. The seventeenth-century
patron and viewer would have been aware of the preceding cultural connotations connected to
this accessory, which often appeared in portraits of women in the preceding century. Ideas of
female status, wealth, and power saturate the world within these kinds of portraits and stem from
the cultural upheaval of the sixteenth century to which the feather fan is inextricably linked.
The first chapter of this thesis focuses on female portraits of Northern Italian women of
primarily elite backgrounds who sought to use the feather fan as a representation of their social
status as well as a political tool. In this regard, like their male counterparts, they employed
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accessories in painting as a means of self-fashioning. Beyond elite women, this chapter will also
look at rare instances where courtesans were depicted holding feather fans. Some of the images I
will discuss are not portraits per se, but these images will help provide a better understanding of
the way fashion trends move throughout society and show both the stylistic and representative
differences deployed when using such fashionable items in painting. To this end, I will draw
upon Evelyn Welch’s scholarship pertaining to fashion, material culture, and early modern
consumption. Most notably, she and her collaborators such as Paula Hohti have worked to
reconfigure how we should look at fashion and shopping not as ‘frivolities’ but as vehicles for
understanding the past. Welch’s focus on what she calls “Art on the Edge,”6 coupled with Carole
Collier Frick’s writing on the relationship between the codpiece and the tumult that characterized
the sixteenth century, provide frameworks through which this thesis will argue that accessories
and global change are not mutually exclusive entities.7 I am further indebted to Welch’s
pioneering research on and elevation of material culture during the early modern period. Her
identification of the importance of objects including but not limited to hairstyles, buttons, and
gloves allows for my own identification of the feather fan as being something more than just an
object to have and to hold. The fans and the paintings they are placed in help to explain the rich
history of the sitter and the world in which they lived. In this way portraits act as a window into
this historical moment.
Moving to the latter half of the sixteenth century, chapter two shifts us north geographically
to the British Isles where portraits of Queen Elizabeth I will be used as a case study. The chapter
will begin with an overview of some facets of Tudor rule leading up to the Queen’s four-decade
reign. It will then delve into a visual analysis of royal portraiture. The ubiquity of the fan’s
6

Evelyn Welch, "Art on the Edge: Hair and Hands in Renaissance Italy," Renaissance Studies 23, no. 3 (2009).
Carole Collier Frick,“Boys to Men: Codpieces and Masculinity in Sixteenth-Century Europe,” in Gender and Early Modern
Constructions of Childhood edited by Naomi J. Miller and Naomi Yarneth (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011).
7
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presence in her portraits is a fascinating characteristic of Elizabethan portraiture. Elements of
national and personal identity will be explored as will the elements that constituted the making of
the Queen’s image. For how integral the fan seems to be to her royal costume, there is little
literature that directly speaks to its importance. Thus, this chapter will look at how other aspects
of the queen’s wardrobe were meant to be interpreted and, in turn, place the feather fan within
those narratives. By moving from the elite women of Italy to the Virgin Queen, some of the
questions I seek to answer include: How did the feather fan fit within royal portraiture? What
meaning did its inclusion provide for Elizabeth’s image making? How does it relate to the
political sphere within which Elizabeth was operating?
Authorities on Elizabethan portraiture such as Roy Strong have written extensively on the
portraits that were being made during Queen Elizabeth’s reign as well as the direct relationship
between the ‘cult of virginity’ that surrounded the Queen and the art that was produced to reflect
it. Other scholars such as Elizabeth Pomeroy, with whom Strong has some disagreements, have
written extensively on how to read Elizabeth’s portraits. Of importance to my thesis are also the
writings of John N. King and Catherine Howey on Elizabeth’s connections to religion and
accessories—both in conjunction with Strong’s discussion of the cult of Elizabeth. As this
chapter finds itself moving into the relationships both sartorial and political between England
and Spain it calls upon the scholarship of Anna Reynolds and Maria Hayward who both provide
examples of the interactions between the two empires.8
8

For this scholarship see Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pageantry. London: Pimlico, 1999;
Roy Strong, Gloriana. New York: Thames and Hudson, 1987; Roy Strong, The English Icon, London: The Paul Mellon
Foundation for British Art, 1969; Elizabeth W. Pomeroy, Reading the Portraits of Elizabeth I, Archon Books, 1989; Catherine L.
Howey, “Dressing a Virgin Queen: Court Women, Dress, and Fashioning the Image of England's Queen Elizabeth I,” Early
Modern Woman, volume 4 (Fall 2009): 201-208; John N. King, "Queen Elizabeth I: Representations of the Virgin Queen,"
Renaissance Quarterly 43, no. 1 (1990): 30-74; Anna Reynolds, In Fine Style: The Art of Tudor and Stuart Fashion. Royal
Collection Trust, 2013; Maria Hayward, “Spanish Princess or Queen of England? The Image, Identity and Influence of Catherine
of Aragon at the Courts of Henry VII and Henry VIII.” In Spanish Fashion at the Courts of Early Modern Europe, Volume II,
edited by José Luis Colomer and Amalia Descalzo, 11-36. Madrid: Centro de Estudios Hispanica, 2014. Unfortunately, due to
restrictions stemming from the Covid-19 pandemic, this thesis was unable to consult Pomeroy’s writing.
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The final chapter further considers the global expansion of the sixteenth century, upon
which both of the former chapters briefly discuss. A portion of the chapter will be devoted to the
Schiava Turca (figure 4), a portrait by Northern Italian artist Parmigianino of an unidentified
woman. This portrait allows for an analysis of Italian-Ottoman interactions, and the influences of
Eastern culture on the use of feather fans in European portraits. A second focus will bring us
across the Atlantic and look at the ways that indigenous arts impacted the meaning and use of the
feather fan. This chapter will turn to the scholarship of Ng on the Schiva Turca and to Alessandra
Russo, whose research helps us put into context the already established feather arts being created
in the so-called ‘New World’ and the ways in which Europeans appropriated feathers from the
Americas into their own material cultures.
Beginning in Northern Italy with members of the elite class and ending up in the
Americas with an indigenous ‘princess’, this thesis uses the feather fan as a means of exploring
sixteenth century global and material culture and how through these parameters women, in
particular, weaponized the frivolous to perform as powerful tools on their behalf. The simplicity
of accessorizing the female body is expanded to encompass ideas of gender, class, wealth, and
status all through a global lens. All three chapters strive to provide diverse contexts in which to
achieve a better understanding of the importance of the feather fan as more than a simple
‘frivolous’ accessory. These chapters cross borders and class divides in order to show the
prevalence of this object in sixteenth-century female portraiture and what, in turn, the inclusion
of the feather fan meant for the women who held them.

7

Chapter One: ‘Frivolity’ as Function in Northern Italian Portraiture

Fashion, long considered a ‘minor art,’ is perceived to toe the line between function and
frivolity. The importance of fashion’s functionality, however, can often go beyond the obvious
purpose that a coat, for example, can provide protection from the cold, rain, or wind. The
secondary function of fashion (which includes clothing, jewelry, accessories, and makeup) is the
ability to allow their wearer to express something about themselves without ever opening their
mouths or taking pen to paper. This functionality is often achieved through its very perceived
‘frivolity’. These expressions of selfhood can range from the simple and personal to having
connections with and placing oneself in the larger global, political conversation.
As Camila Valle, writing about pandemic clothing in 2021, succinctly puts it, “Fashion
expresses the political landscape of the present.”9 Art historian Timothy McCall furthers this
sentiment in his writing on male material culture within the quattrocento courts of Northern Italy.
He cites Elizabeth Grosz’s designation of the body as being sites of “social, political, cultural,
and geographical inscriptions, production, and constitution.”10 Social bodies were part of a visual
language made up of clothing and accessories. These adornments not only “constituted and
reflected ideals of gender and class” but also, as this chapter will argue, the female wearer’s
understanding of the changing world around her and her place in it.11 The present political
landscape for those living in the sixteenth century was one rattled with strife, upheaval, and
discovery. Disorder on any level left people clamoring for an element of stability and yet stability
was so often elusive. When the realities of power threatened to be out of one’s grasp, fashion was

9

Camilla Valle, “Getting Dressed for a Pandemic,” Salvage: issue 8, January 5, 2021.
Grosz quote in Timothy McCall, "Brilliant Bodies: Material Culture and the Adornment of Men in North Italy’s Quattrocento
Courts," I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 16, no. 1/2 (2013): 447. For further reading see: Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile
Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994.
11
McCall, "Brilliant Bodies,” 447.
10
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one way, for women in particular, to express their own power, agency and even political
allegiances.
The feather fan is perhaps an object not typically associated with politics or stability for
that matter. Upon first glance, it comes across as something light and fluffy. Yet, this fashion
accessory keeps its meaning below its surface. A hand-held object consisting of many feathers,
often ostrich, mounted on a gold, gilt, or bone base that extends into a thin, grippable handle—its
ostentatiousness, much like the general sense of superficiality attributed to fashion, obscures the
true depth of nuance such objects held for women during the sixteenth century. By looking at the
way they appear in sixteenth-century portraits, this chapter will consider how such accessories
functioned and how they might have even been political. In order to best understand the world of
sixteenth-century Northern Italy we will first look into ideas of Renaissance beauty and
sumptuary laws, which help to dictate visual language. Second, through the portraiture of
Lorenzo Lotto and Giovanni Battista Moroni we examine how feather fans function by their very
‘frivolity’ as an index in elite portraiture of gender, status, and class.
Luxury objects not only conveyed from where someone was from, but also had the ability
to express that they were in the know—a trendsetter, not just a mere follower.12 In short what one
wore expressed who one was. As costume historian Anne Hollander said, “clothes make, not the
man but the image of man — and they make it in a steady, reciprocal accord with the way artists
make, not lifeless effigies but vital representations.”13 The same might be said for our female
sitters. Thus, the undeniable connection between both the portrait being painted and the objects
being included within the portrait can be understood. They both act to represent a person— the
sitter— with multi-dimensional depth.
12

On this point see Evelyn Welch and Juliet Claxon, “Easy Innovation in Early Modern Europe,” in Fashioning the Early
Modern : Dress, Textiles, and Innovation in Europe, 1500-1800, ed. Evelyn Welch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 108.
13
Anne Hollander, Seeing Through Clothes (New York: Viking Press, 1978), xv.
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Fashion historians have noted that the visual and literary works of fourteenth-century
Florentine figures such as the painter Giotto and the writer Dante helped to establish certain
concepts of female beauty.14 Art historians, in turn, have demonstrated how the love poetry of
Petrarch led to a form of Petrarchismo in portraiture, which conceived of beauty as a composite
of forms.15 By the sixteenth century there were “word-painters” such as Giangiorgio Trissino and
Agnolo Firenzuola who in their treatises expound on their own understandings of beauty by
describing feminine qualities in detail. Trissino focuses on the beauty of virtue. A woman’s
virtue was to be understood through her physical beauty and communicated through her
presentation and “controlled through deportment, dress, accessories.”16 Trissino’s writing
emphasized the use of sumptuous costumes, which were meant not to only represent that the
sitter was virtuous but also keep the spectator’s indecorous thoughts at bay.17 Firenzuola built on
the idea of the composite woman. He went so far as to describe the ideal ways that each part of
the female body should be represented. The fingers should be: “long and slender by contrast,
tapering gently, and with a pronounced space between the index-finger and the thumb; they
should be pinkish at the ends.”18 In the portraits we will consider, the fans bring considerable
attention to such hands.
The sixteenth century saw these ideals of beauty reach their maturation point in the form of
painted portraiture, which were a primary mode of expression of female self-fashioning. Portraits
act as a representation of the ideal self to varying degrees of truth. This mode of representation is
14

Francois Boucher and Yvonne Deslandres, Years of Fashion: The History of Costume and Personal Adornment (New York:
Harry N. Abrams, 1987), 191.
15
Pliny the Elder (as well as Cicero) recount the way that the ancient artist Zeuxis, in his quest to paint the most beautiful
woman, Helen, realized “no mortal woman could possibly serve as his model” and thus pulled the best elements from many
women to create the most beautiful of all. For a discussion of this trope, see: Elisabeth Oy-Marra, “Beauty, the Renaissance Idea
of,” in Encyclopedia of Renaissance Philosophy, ed. Marco Sgarbi (Springer, Cham, 2020), 3; Elizabeth Cropper, “ On Beautiful
Women, Parmigianino, Petrarchismo, and the Vernacular Style,” The Art Bulletin, Vol. 58 No. 3 (September 1976): 384-5.
16
Mary Rogers, “The decorum of women's beauty: Trissino, Firenzuola, Luigini and the representation of women in
sixteenth-century painting,” Renaissance Studies, Vol. 2, No. 1 (March 1988): 49.
17
Rogers, “The decorum of women's beauty,”60.
18
Cropper, “On Beautiful Women,” 384.
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not to say that portraiture is meant to delude the viewer or create a false identity for the sitter
(although sometimes this deception is the unintended result as we will explore in the final
chapter of this thesis). Rather, the canvas acts as a medium open to the careful manipulation and
collaboration between sitter and painter. The artist works to uphold the Renaissance virtues of
the return to the natural while the female sitter must present the highest, best form of herself. For
the elite woman, this means presenting a personhood of great virtue and beauty, and in
possession of a cosmopolitan view, wealth, and power. The less-than humble feather fan was one
of the accessories employed by such sitters to express that sense of privilege and virtue to make
sure their status and stature was legible in paint.
During the sixteenth century, as Stephen Greenblatt concludes, there was “an increased
self-consciousness about the fashioning of human identity as a manipulable, artful process.”19
Greenblatt’s writing primarily focuses on literary works and authors of sixteenth-century
England, while also remaining wholly applicable to non-literary elements of Renaissance
culture.20 The art, whether it be a poem or painting, must, according to Greenblatt, be seen and
understood as an extension of its maker.21 Literature and art are then seen as “cultural artifacts”
which, through expressing cultural codes act as “an agent for dramatizing the identity of
individual authors.”22 Greenblatt provides his own painterly application of his theories to Hans
Holbein’s The Ambassadors. The two men of this painting are shown amongst myriad objects
that allow them to be “depicted in the context of the highest hopes and achievements of their
age.”23 Here, the objects found on the table express a mastery of some of the elements that make
19

Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (University of Chicago Press, 1980), 2.
Barabara Leah Harman, “Refashioning the Renaissance,” review of Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare,
by Stephen Greenblatt, Diacritics, Vol. 14, Spring, 1984.
21
Thomas M. Greene, “Review,” review of Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare, by Stephen Greenblatt,
Comparative Literature, Vol. 34, No. 2, Spring, 1982.
22
John N. King, “Review,” review of Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare, by Stephen Greenblatt, Modern
Philology, Vol. 80, No. 2, November, 1982.
23
Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 17.
20
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up the Liberal Arts, while others are simply implied by who the two men were. In this case, the
men’s personas are made up not only of their own physical selves, but also by what surrounds
them. Their identities are explained and examined by the cultural systems and social mores they
are operating within. Taking Greenblatt’s theory of “Renaissance self-fashioning,” we can think
about portraiture as a way for an elite woman to firmly express who she was or wanted to be
seen as. The members of the late Renaissance elite understood that the body they had was not
simply meant to be shown as is but rather “fashioned” to their advantage within the highly
stratified social spheres that they the lucky, elevated few so desperately wanted to maintain. Art
played a role in safeguarding this privilege.
The plucky plumes, whose usage in portraiture appears to have peaked during the second
half of the sixteenth century, act beyond their literal functionality as an object to keep ladies cool
and instead speak of the sitters’ wealth and power. But how, one might ask, is a small thing like a
feather fan “political”? Fashion historians have noted that beginning in the fourteenth century the
idea and practice of fashion as style rather than as just wearable protection began to emerge
within European societies.24 This late medieval starting point gradually gave way to societies of
conspicuous consumption in the sixteenth century that were often pushed to enact laws that
governed and restricted not only what one could wear but who could wear what. Sumptuary
laws, which varied from republic to republic, duchy to duchy,25 were less concerned with keeping
certain styles in fashion for the sake of looking good than recognizing the inherent power found
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within clothing that could be used to maintain hierarchies.26 This kind of legislation moved to
limit quantities and qualities of items certain people could purchase and wear in public. For
example, Venetian regulations from 1515 and 1525, attempted to control the use of exotic fans
that contained “lynx and marten with gold and silver handles with jewels and pearl,” limiting
fans to “simple feathers with handles of black wood or ivory.”27 Whereas a law in the Northern
Italian city of Bologna decreed that, “with regard to sables and fans, that neither the heads nor
the handles, nor any other ornament, may be made of gold, silver, pearls, or jewels, but it is
acceptable to attach a gold chain provided it does not exceed a value of between 15 and 20 scudi,
and nothing else.”28 In both instances the fan was a specific target of legislation across Italian
provinces. However, feathers, as we shall see, were not always so “simple.”
Art historian Patricia Fortini Brown notes that Venice, central to the story of feather fans,
was itself a paradox when it came to luxury. She writes how during the sixteenth century,
“observers described the city as opulent in terms of its material culture, and yet its leading
citizens proclaimed an ideal of frugality and restraint.”29 The very people who would be affected
by the sumptuary laws in theory would, on the one hand, agree with them since they too wanted
to be perceived as living a restrained life of virtue and yet, on the other hand, they also continued
to eschew any reduction in their opulent lifestyles. As Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli puts it,
“there was a clear understanding that both men and women would never relinquish luxury and
vanity which they loved to exhibit with pleasure, if provided with the means to do so.”30 In a
way, many of these laws were enacted in vain, as the people targeted by such regulations already
26
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had the means to eschew them and did so in life as in art where even greater liberties could be
taken.
We must not be under the misconception that sumptuary laws were an exception for elite
women. It has been noted that, “dress had a clear role in the regulation of the female body which
linked quite explicitly to appropriate female behaviour.”31 By addressing these ideas towards the
sixteenth-century woman we must not be mistaken in thinking sumptuary laws lacked restrictive
attitudes for elite women as well. Poet and writer Lucrezia Marinella (1571-1663) would express
what would become by the seventeenth century a convention and ideal: that fashion went beyond
merely clothing the body and that “women’s choice of fine dress is a reflection of their human
dignity and worth.”32 “Fine dress,” however, was a double edged knife: essential for an elite
woman to elucidate who she was, but also imposed by male expectations and class conformity to
clearly identify elite women from other groups. In this visual economy, feather fans became an
extremely charged accessory for women to have on their bodies both in their life and their
portraits.
In fashion the number three usually dictates a trend. While using feather fans in female
portraiture certainly exceeds three examples during the Cinquecento, we will now focus on the
portraits of three wealthy women from Northern Italy, all of whom hold fans of differing types
and colors. Furthermore, their images stand in direct contrast with portraits of their husbands by
the same artists and dating to similar if not exact years. Although our discussion will primarily
focus on the female halves of these groupings, the male examples will help to frame and
contextualize the purpose and power created by the inclusion of such fashionable accessories in
female portraiture as in dialog with and in reaction to male portraiture.
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The earliest work is Portrait of Laura da Paola (figure 5) which dates to circa 1543-44
by Venetian painter Lorenzo Lotto. It is commonly agreed that he also painted Laura’s husband
in the Portrait of Febo da Brescia (figure 6). Hers is a textbook example of Renaissance
self-fashioning and the parts make up an impressive whole. The titular Laura is seated in a chair
covered in red velvet, a rich green curtain hangs down from the top right corner of the canvas
and rests its bulk on the chair back behind her. The furthest recesses of the taupe brown
background are simplistically painted allowing the focus to remain on Laura who seems to turn
her gaze out towards the viewer. Her small, pursued mouth betrays an element of rigidity and
formality to her posture. Upon close inspection, it does not seem that she is making direct eye
contact and her gaze is turned inward. She appears before us both engaged yet vacant, but her
accessories engage our attention. She rests her left arm on the top of a wooden, angular desk and
in turn holds within her hand a small, green, bound book.
The sartorial influence of the Spanish Habsburg court, an important political player of
increasing power in the sixteenth century, cannot be understated when discussing the way Italian
women, like Laura, dressed. Laura’s black gown has a subdued, Spanish quality to it and the
simple diamond-shaped pattern does not catch the eye especially. Alonso Sánchez Collo’s Lady
with a Fan (figure 7) acts as an apt Spanish comparison for Lotto’s Italian portrait. The
unidentified woman wears a full dress made up primarily of brown and white fabric, demure
colors akin to the black fabric of Laura’s dress. However, like Laura’s costume this woman’s
clothing’s more muted qualities are counterbalanced with embroidered detailing, jewelry, and a
fan—in this case a folding fan in the collapsed position. The sturdier bodice and more rigid
framework of Collo’s woman is indicative of later Spanish style, which may not have been as
prevalent when Laura was being painted, as her dress appears looser.33 To counter the sobriety of
33
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her dress, Laura also wears an elaborate golden headpiece with matching epaulettes on the
shoulder. A single strand of pearls hangs close to her neck. Around her waist is a chain link gold
belt from which a thinner chain emerges, which is attached to the golden handle of a fan.
One can sense the weightiness of this object as it rests in her right hand. This sensation is
contrasted by the white, frilly feathers that burst forth. Their blurred contours seem to dance in
the light as though she may have just moved them. Laura holds her fan aloft, close to her body,
and in position to cool herself should the weather call for it or to ward off a pest. But she also
holds it on display, with the purpose of showing it off to the viewer. The engaged way the fan,
like Laura’s frontal address, interacts within the painting helps to emphasize its importance to
both the composition and to the sitter’s sense of self. It is central to the canvas and to Laura’s
being with its fluttering forms alleviating the air of severity provided by her black gown and
facial expression. The fan speaks for itself and for whomever possesses it.
Paula Hohti, writing about conspicuous consumption in Renaissance Italy, argued that
material goods constituted a system, a “language” that could be “read” like a text.34 Nearly half a
century prior to Lotto’s portrait, Neapolitan court theorist Giovanni Pontano wrote in his treatise
De Splendore (1498), “The goods of a splendid man ... not only should they correspond to his
wealth but also to the expectations of others and to his dignity.”35 Pontano expresses the
referential and explanatory nature of the commodities which clothe (and decorate the life of) the
Renaissance man. For those men, and the elite women we are focusing on, the goods they chose
to own were meant to be a reflection of their wealth and dignity. In essence these items, whatever
they were, be it fans or knives,36 were meant to express an element of a person’s character by
34
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virtue of the meaning they were imbued with. Material goods were then “read” as character
descriptions of the people who owned them.
At the most basic level, to read Laura’s accessories as a text would indicate to the viewer
that she was a woman of immense wealth and worthy of display. But to what ends? Why was the
expression of status so important at this particular moment? In historical terms, Northern Italy
was in flux and on a general downward trajectory in terms of political power and economic
enterprise. Historian Richard Goldthwaite points to Venice specifically in terms of this decline.
He notes that over the course of the sixteenth century Venice lost its “traditional maritime power
in both shipping and commerce.”37 By the late 1560s France established an alliance with the
powerful Ottoman empire which put an end to the Venetian monopoly on trade with the East.38
The north of Italy was dominated by war during the first quarter of the sixteenth century, much
of which was fought on Italian soil.39 Venice’s neighbor, Milan, was under Habsburg Spanish
rule from the 1560s on. And yet none of that instability is legible in Laura’s portrait. Instead, the
portrait creates a pictorial version of herself that circumvents the negative realities of economic
instability and preserves instead the positive image of elite wealth and power.
This kind of self-fashioning was already common in portraits of men. Indeed, in Lotto’s
pendant that features Laura’s husband, Febo, the complementary accessories of fur coat and
leather gloves are used to cement an image of the sitter as a moneyed man of status. His coat is
lined and trimmed with huge swathes of multi-colored animal fur, a luxury material. His leather
gloves perform the dual duty of projecting decorum and bringing attention to unworked hands.
Febo’s display of these accessories highlights an important aspect of Laura’s portrait: that she is
37
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showing herself and identifying herself in a language of power that was so often reserved for
male portraits. It could be said that Lotto’s portrait of Laura utilizes two forms of vernacular: the
dialect of male portraiture and the dialect of sartorial accessories and both to the same end of
confirming herself as elite and thereby powerful.
Just over ten years later around 1555 or 1556, poet and writer Isotta Brembati would be
painted by Giovanni Battista Moroni (figure 2) for similar ends but in a slightly different
manner.40 For one, the painting features a full length depiction of Isotta, seated and framed
between two marble columns and within a grey painted square of wall; this format was very rare
for portraits of non-royal subjects.41 She is, as compared to Laura da Paola, more elaborate, in
both dress and messaging. Isotta wears an intricately embroidered forest green dress with tufted
sleeves, with a pink and white chiffon-like collar. The golden pattern that roves over her dress is
made three-dimensional with the addition of long golden chains and beaded necklaces that hang
tightly across her torso.42 Her shoulders are caressed by a zibellino43, made from the fur pelt of a
weasel whose head consists of an encrusted ornament with a gilt surface and gems. This
accessory is, like the fan, an intricate and purposeful item—part nature, part man-made—that
elite women included in their portraiture to convey status. Isotta amplifies her look with a ring on
each hand, pink bow earrings that match her jeweled headpiece, a pearl necklace from which
hangs a bejewelled cross, and most essentially and magnificently a gold handled pink and white
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feather fan.44 Like Laura da Paola’s fan, Isotta’s has a flurry of white feathers that appear full and
have an iridescent quality. Uniquely, the white feathers are broken up with two sections of light
pink ones like a chocolate adverse Neapolitan ice cream.45
In this example, the symbolic function of the fan is its very ‘frivolity.’ Only a woman of
immense fortune, influence, and know-how would be able to procure this kind of object, but
unlike Laura’s well-presented fan, Isotta’s retains an element of modesty not in design but in
attitude. The pink feathers are startling as they are unnatural yet beautiful and draw the eye to the
way that the fan itself is resting languidly, completely inert on the sitter’s lap rather than front
and center as Laura held hers for the viewer’s inspection.
While white feathers, from the male ostrich, and small brown feathers, from the female,
are natural, the pink ones require further human intervention.46 Colors and the meaning derived
from them was on par with the kind of messaging that accessories could telegraph. Certain colors
such as pavonazzo, a deep purple-red, was explicitly associated with wealth and prestige because
of the cost it took to create it.47 The unnatural color choice of feather acts as a marker of
deliberate luxe and ostentation as well as the mastery of nature. Whether Isotta had an artisan
dye the feathers this shade of pink specifically or chose the fan already made matters less than
the fact that she had access to such an elaborate design and that she chose to be memorialized
with it. Even with all the other details that litter this portrait, the fan and its feathers are what
stand out immediately.
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White commonly symbolizes purity and other positive virtues. The significance of the pink
feathers, however, is less definitive. On this occasion, perhaps it had a familial function, like a
coat of arms or family crest, since Isotta’s second husband Giovanni Gerolamo Grumelli (figure
8) is painted by Moroni in his pendant in a pink costume and is even referred to in the extended
title of the painting as Il Cavaliere in Rosa (The Man in Pink).48 Although the color is intriguing,
the most telling parts of this portrait for our purposes are the small tufts of feathers that sprout
from the hat Grumelli holds in his right hand that is positioned in contradistinction to the
codpiece that emerges from between the pleats of his bloomers and the long sword that cuts
across the composition in the other direction. The sprinkling of pink and white plumage of his
hat offers a great contrast to the fulsome ones Isotta holds, but the accessories both communicate
their sitters’ immense privilege. Objects can be gendered. Gloves, while commonly associated
with male portraiture are not exclusively masculine as we will see with our next and final
married couple. Fans, like masks, muffs, parasols, and black string, in contrast, are gendered as
female.49
There is virtually no visual evidence of a man sporting a fan let alone one made of feathers
in a portrait from this time. Yet, in life, if not in portraiture, men did indeed use fans. The English
writer and traveller to Italy Thomas Coryate noted in the seventeenth century that, “I observed
them [fans] common in most places of Italy where I traveled. These fans both men and women of
the country do carry to coole themselves withal in the time of heate, by the often fanning of their
faces.”50
Feathers also figured in the demonstration of male power. If men were not shown to carry
feather fans in art, feathers could be found elsewhere, especially hats and military outfits.51
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Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain (r. 1516-1556), had his portrait painted by
the Italian master Titian to commemorate his victory against Protestant armies at the Battle of
Mühlberg in 1548 (figure 9). The emperor is shown in militaristic fashion. He wears full armour
of silver and bronze with a red fabric sash cutting across his chest. In his armoured right hand he
holds a long spear which charges forward along the body of his horse. From beneath his helmet
we see his strong jawline but from above we find a large flurry of red feathers. He is astride his
steed, who is also outfitted in its own military uniform including a feathered headpiece, which
mimics its royal rider’s. The inclusion of feathers in this portrait underlines the symbolic
flexibility of feathers while also emphasizing the gendered ways it was employed to depict male
and female status. In the next chapter, we will explore how female rulers, such as Elizabeth I,
will adopt and adapt feathers for their own pictorial gains.
To return to Moroni’s portrait of The Pink Man, the feathers, in his hat and his wife Isotta’s
extravagant fan, express the couple’s social standing and their want to retain it. The
mid-sixteenth century, when these were painted, was a moment of change. Carole Collier Frick,
in her essay on the rise and disappearance of the codpiece in male costume, argues that during
“the tumultuous sixteenth-century” there was a new need to “to present an uninterrupted display
of overt masculinity in formal dress.”52 This desire was due to a “tripartite socio-political
upheaval of the sixteenth century”53 that involved interactions with the newly ‘discovered’
populations of the New World, foreign invasions into the Italian peninsula, and expanding power
and influence of the Holy Roman Empire under the leadership of the aforementioned Charles V.54
These three changes highlight the onslaught of challenges that Italians, elite or not, were facing
in trying to retain a sense of stability. We can apply Frick’s thesis here to reconsider the symbolic
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function of fashion accessories in female portraiture. Where the anxieties that men faced were
manifested in the fashion of exaggerated codpieces, the feather fan reinforced, for their female
holders, the elite status, global identity, and socio-economic stability that comes from opulent
levels of wealth through material possessions.
Our final example looks at an unusual full length, standing portrait of Pace Rivola Spini
(figure 10), along with the pendant of her husband Bernardo Spini (figure 11). Both date to circa
1573-75 and are also by Moroni. Although Pace is not the only example of Moroni’s female
full-length portraits, she is the only one of the three who is shown standing. This posture, while
not entirely unprecedented,55 was a significant break with usual gender conformities within
portraiture as it was a composition employed to show “men of high power and station” and even
then it was infrequently used.56 In showing Pace’s entire body in this regal posture, Moroni
imbues the sitter with a sense of power and dynamism. Pace (by way of Moroni) is co-opting a
male form of representation, which in turn allows her to present herself on equal footing as her
husband.
It is staggering to compare the portrait of Pace with that of Isotta. Pace Rivola Spini stands
with a dignified air. Her eye contact feels the most direct of the three women; she is
acknowledging the viewer while also revealing herself to them. Pace appears even more reserved
than Isotta or even Laura on account of the more sober color scheme, but as with the others, the
brilliance of her image is not diminished. She and her husband are influenced stylistically by the
Spanish style of dress which was a common trend by the end of the sixteenth century.57 Both of
Moroni’s couples were from the Bergamo region of Northern Italy. Moroni, likewise, was known
55
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to stay within the Northern cities of Bergamo, Albino, and Brescia. 58 The geographical proximity
of Habsburg Milan to Moroni and his patrons most likely impacted their proclivity towards
Spanish ornamentation.59 This Spanish influence shows up in the preference for black and white
cloth. Black textiles, in particular, were popularized by Spaniards and adopted by Italians who
wore Spanish dress. The austerity of the colors lacks any ostentatiousness that may have been
associated with brighter shades common in showy dress.60 Both outfits in the Spini portraits,
however, refrain from being completely two note, as Pace wears an orange silk dress that glows
from inside the black gammura. Her right foot peeks out from under her dress hem to reveal a
silver shoe.
Resting in the crook of Pace’s left arm are the long fronds of inky black feathers. The way
the fan is cradled is reminiscent of how a mother might hold her baby: supporting the neck and
keeping the body close. This anthropomorphization or infantilization of the luminous fan is
significant when read alongside the placement of her right hand. Scholars have suggested that
Pace holds back the long, black sheath of the outer gown in order to reveal a rounded stomach,
proudly displaying her pregnancy.61 The fan, like the baby to come, is delicate and magnificent.
The fan and these qualities act as a symbol of an elite woman’s identity as a wife and as a
mother, respectively.
Notably, both husband and wife wear or hold gloves of matching taupe color. The glove,
as we noted with Febo da Brescia, acts like the fan to bring attention to the holder’s hands.
According to Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass, gloves “thus materialize a paradox: they
draw attention to the hands while making the hands useless, or useful only for putting on or
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taking off a glove, or for holding gloves or handkerchiefs or fans or flowers.”62 It might seem
that Pace’s hands are reduced to “uselessness” twice-over due to her holding both gloves and the
fan in her hand. In acting as a prop and indicator within these portraits, however, the elaborate
black feather fan serves a more representative function. The plumes provide a micro example of
the macro usage these portraits have generally, in that they mimic the function of the portraits
themselves: both are objects which, by virtue of their cost and exclusivity, were reserved for the
upper classes and in return reflect these characteristics back onto their subjects. Its demonstrative
nature—connections to wealth, prestige, far-off locales—is what these paintings communicate.
On rare occasions, non-elite women could be seen with feather fans as well. In one final
example here, one such exception is considered. The sixteenth century ushered in the last
decades of what was known as ‘the age of cortigiana’ (or the age of the courtesan) which had
begun in 1480.63 Courtesans’ lives had a liminal quality to them. They were often able to skirt
common indicators of class and even gender.64 Underlying the entirety of Early Modern Italian
fashions is the idea that everyone fits into a category and part of what was keeping society
together was the agreement that those boxes should be maintained. When these boundaries were
ignored, the governing powers were empowered “to display control over these identities,” by
implementing sumptuary laws or even bringing people to trial for falsifying their identity by way
of dress.65 Courtesans, who were usually born into the lower classes, were able nevertheless to
participate in elite fashions without being elite themselves. Not only did they flout those
strictures they even transgressed against the norms of dress. Such freedom was reliant on the
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well-to-do male clientele that the courtesans entertained; their status like their income was
dependent upon the client’s wealth.66 In many cases, judging by costume alone, it became almost
impossible to identify whether a woman was a courtesan or a noblewoman by the way she was
dressed.67 Ambiguity was produced by many different types of accoutrements, including the
popular shoe of Venetian women: the chopine.68 This kind of footwear was favored by both elite
women and the successful courtesans who wanted to emulate such appearances.69 The
aforementioned sumptuary laws targeted the clothing courtesans were “appropriating” from the
“honest woman.” Pearls, once associated with courtesans as a form of payment, were forbidden
to be worn in public by anyone, courtesan or “respectable” woman alike, by the Venetian
government in 1543 in order to curb the indistinguishability of these two groups of women.70
Although portraiture was becoming available for those outside of the nobility, it was not as
common for courtesans to have portraits of themselves in the same manner as noblewomen such
as Isotta Brembati or Pace Rivola Spini. We do find, however, a courtesan with a fan in a genre
painting of Four Courtesans and Three Gentlemen (figure 12) by Venetian painter Giovanni
Cariani depicted partaking in daily life.71 Technically representing a genre scene and thus not a
traditional portrait, Cariani created four distinct women and three men who jostle for the
attention of the viewer. The three ‘gentlemen’ of this painting hover to the right of the canvas.
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They each have a different style to them: one is bearded the other two clean shaven with rounded
fleshy chins. Their eyes stare within the painting, each at a different woman who has caught their
attention. The bearded man’s left hand is gloved and just reaches out to caress the hair of the
seated courtesan below him. She wears a white dress with large sleeves, bracelets, a pink flower
pinned to the neckline of her dress, and on her right index finger a grey bandage or glove. She
holds a small frame (or possibly a mirror) against her lap. Her eyes do not return the gaze of the
man behind her but rather look up at her fellow courtesans. The left half of the canvas is filled
with two other courtesans who interact with the composition by gazing downwards maybe at
their two friends or maybe at the small squirrel that rests on the table this septuple gathers
behind.
Central to the canvas and this exploration is a fourth courtesan. She stands frontally with
her head turned and tilted to her left, her eyes appearing to exchange a silent conversation with
the seated woman in white. Her dress is made of a bright coral fabric with white and cool grey
details. Other accessories include a bracelet of large orbs, a braided belt, a fashionable headdress
(in imitation of the balzo or capigliara worn by aristocratic women),72 and most importantly and
interestingly a black feather fan. Like so many of the other examples of women being accoutered
with a fan, the object is not in use, it too remains at rest and simply adorning the woman and the
canvas. Like her fashionable headgear, however, it suggests a courtesan ‘dressing up’ like an
elite woman.
This painting predates the other portraits discussed in this chapter. One cannot say that the
courtesan of this portrait invented or revolutionized the use of feather fans in portraiture;
72
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however, it questions the usual understanding of trends moving always from the upper classes to
the lower classes. By showing the central courtesan with an object that would later be associated
more strictly with nobility, Cariani creates a woman who is aligning herself with and aspiring
towards modernity, high fashion, and high status. In her essay on the dissemination of dress,
Paula Hohti urges readers to move away from the long-held understanding that elites were solely
responsible for innovating fashion practices. Instead, she suggests we provide more credit to
members of lower classes who “were remarkably receptive to fashion change” and “engaged
with much more creative practices” than traditionally assumed.73 The unnamed courtesan in
Cariani’s painting would not have had the means nor status to purchase a fan like the ones
carried by any of the elite women discussed above. In contrast to the colors of Isotta’s fan, the
large black plumes of Pace’s or the white ones of Laura’s, and the gilded handles of all three
women, the courtesan’s fan is on the whole rather simple. It is made of short, black plumes
which lack the shimmery quality found in quills of Pace’s and Laura’s fans; it also appears to be
much smaller in comparison. The handle, moreover, is quite modest. All three elite women hold
handles featuring carved details that appear to be made of gold, bronze, or some form of gilded
metal. The courtesan’s, conversely, is plain black and presumably made of less fabulous
materials such as wood.74
While an exception, Cariaini’s figure is not unique. In a print by Ferrando Bertelli from
1563, we find a later example of a courtesan holding a feather fan. Venetian Woman with a
Moveable Skirt (figure 13) shows a well-dressed courtesan, who holds a large feather fan in her
left hand, about to be hit by the Cupid’s arrow. In order for the full effect of the print to be
revealed, the viewer must engage with the woman and ‘lift her skirt’, which reveals her
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undergarments, legs, and chopines (figure 13.1). In this fanciful print where superficial identities
and inner realities are often not the same, part of the pleasure for the viewer is to discover that
what appears to be a noble woman on the surface is actually a courtesan. The fan is a decoy.
Perhaps the sumptuous fans chosen by the sitters in Lotto’s and Moroni’s portraits were in
reaction to the fans used by the lower classes. In order to express and vindicate their higher
status, the elite women had to employ their wealth, power, and social know-how by featuring
fans that reflected the differences between themselves and the courtesans.75 This mark of
distinction would become even more pronounced as the feather fan moved from elite to royal
hands as we shall now see in the next chapter on Queen Elizabeth I of England.
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Chapter Two: War and Peace: The Feather Fan in Elizabethan Portraiture

Leaving the Italian peninsula behind for a moment, this chapter focuses on England. The
Tudor monarchy, beginning in 1485 with King Henry VII and ending with the death of Queen
Elizabeth I in 1603, aligns with the time frame of the thesis, and this chapter will look at the way
that the feather fan was purposefully employed by a female monarch in order to buoy an image
of status and power on a world stage.76 Like the Italian city states, there was an immense amount
of change and upheaval happening within England throughout this century. The discussion below
will begin with a brief introduction to Tudor England in order to provide a historical context for
the portraits of Queen Elizabeth I, which are the focus here.
Two major arenas of change were religion and imperial expansion. King Henry VIII’s
separation from the Catholic Church and formation of the Church of England had a massive
effect on the connection between the monarchy and church within the country and England’s
relationship with the Catholic Church in Rome and Catholic monarchies throughout Europe.
Henry VIII’s first marriage to Catherine of Aragon in 150977 became doomed when, years into
their marriage, it became clear that Catherine would not be able to produce a male heir.78
Securing the royal lineage was hugely important to any royal family as it was a way to alleviate
the stress connected with securing one’s legacy and dynasty. The crisis that resulted from the
lack of a male heir—and his desire to marry his mistress Anne Boleyn—was enough to make the
English king begin his journey in 1525 to divorce Catherine. Initially, Henry presumed he would
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have the backing of the Pope due to precedents recently set by other royal separations such as the
annulment granted to the French King Louis XII by Pope Alexander VI in 1498. 79 This
annulment allowed Louis, who was already married to Jeanne of France, to marry Anne of
Brittany, the widow of his predecessor Charles VIII and a politically advantageous
match—allowing for the retention of Brittany under French rule. Henry, however, was soon met
with resistance.80 Finding Pope Clement VII uncooperative and threatened with
excommunication, he established the Church of England, leaving Rome bereft of any authority in
England.81 This split from the Catholic Church coupled with the subsequent execution of her
mother, Anne Boleyn when she too fell out of favor with Henry, would have direct impact on the
way that Elizabeth I carried herself as a monarch. From the time she became Queen on
November 17, 1558, she would be tasked with reaffirming England’s split not only from Rome
but also from Catholicism’s most ardent defenders, the Spanish Habsburg King of Spain, Philip
II (r.1556-1598). As a female ruler in a difficult time, she thus used her carefully curated image
to affirm her role as the leader of the Church of England and the empire that she would build.
Exploration to the west and subsequent imperial expansion were further ways through
which the English landscape and Elizabeth’s image were altered in the sixteenth century. Five
years after Christopher Columbus’ fateful exploration of the Americas, John Cabot, an Italian
explorer also known as Giovanni Caboto, was sent west by King Henry VII where he
encountered and explored the area now known as Newfoundland.82 Further expeditions were
commissioned under the rules of subsequent English monarchs, but it was not until the multiple
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voyages of the 1580s that England began to cement its colonial presence in the Western
hemisphere. These missions, to put England in control of land in the Americas, were helmed by
Sir Walter Raleigh, a close friend of Elizabeth I.83 These trips, supported by the Queen, laid the
groundwork for the first successful English settlement of Jamestown, Virginia in 1606.84 The
newly established colony would be named in honor of Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen.85
Elizabeth’s expansion into the Americas established England as a powerful and
resourceful nation and acted as a direct offensive action against Spain’s stronghold in the
Americas. Earlier English monarchs sought to maintain a favorable relationship with Spain. Her
predecessor Mary Tudor, for instance, had been married to Philip II of Spain; Elizabeth,
however, reversed course allying the country with its former antagonist France.86 Habsburg Spain
was consolidating power and expanding its overseas empire throughout the sixteenth century,
becoming an even larger threat to English power and security.87 This triangular relationship
between Spain, England, and the Americas would not only play out in terms of the global map,
but also in the way that feathers were commodified and visually imagined as they took on a new
meaning and identity in the age of conquest.
Queen Elizabeth I was the last of Henry VIII’s three legitimate children to succeed to
legitimate rule of England following the short-lived reign of her half siblings.88 Elizabeth’s
coronation was held on the 15th of January 1559 and her reign (and the Tudor monarchy) lasted
until March 24, 1603. Her forty four year rule had an immense impact on both English and
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global economies, livelihoods, and culture. No less impactful was the way that she constructed a
powerful public image for herself. Much has already been written about Elizabeth’s
self-fashioning, including the significance of her wardrobe in both her actual life and in the royal
portraits she commissioned of herself. The painted image worked in unison with the persona that
the Queen presented of herself in real life. Together they forged a strong visual narrative for the
express purpose of upholding the legitimization of her rule.
Scholars have proposed that the cult of the Virgin Queen was already beginning to take form
by the 1570s.89 It is no surprise that the cult continued to grow and was firmly established after
the 1580s at which point it had become evident that the Queen was not to marry.90 We can get a
firm understanding of the general way that Elizabeth’s image was portrayed to the public by
looking at an engraving from 1589 that bears the inscription Eliza Trumphans at the bottom
(figure 14). Here the Queen is shown in all of her glory. It is a full-length representation and,
although in this instance she is not carrying a feather fan, she is shown wearing the ornate
clothing that will feature heavily in the portraits discussed below. Her face does not address the
viewer but gazes off to the left. The pose bestows an element of peacefulness to the image as she
looks calm and at ease within her majesty. The viewer sees her “triumphant” over land and
sea—in one hand she holds the world as an orb and in the other an olive branch. As we will see,
such images of the Queen promote a deliberate representation of Elizabeth which, like the
portraits of Italian elite women discussed in the previous chapter, show her of equal footing to
her overwhelmingly male predecessors and contemporaries.91
The reproduction and circulation of the Queen’s image can also be placed within the
dialogue of the monarch’s role in relation to religion and as a response to the seismic shift caused
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by Henry VIII’s separation from the Catholic Church. In succeeding the throne from her
half-sister Mary Tudor, Elizabeth was tasked with returning England to the Protestantism of her
father Henry VIII and brother Edward VI, reversing the staunch Catholicism Mary had
reintroduced to England during her reign.92 The unmarried Protestant Queen’s painted self was
then part of her own mythologizing in reaction to the intense religious antagonisms she faced.
Her ubiquitous imagery was a “substitute or compensation for the world of sacred rituals and
images that the Elizabethans had lost by virtue of the Reformation and its attendant
iconoclasm.”93 In taking up the visual space that had previously been filled with religious icons,
Elizabeth was performing what Roy Strong called the “transference” of focus and reverence
from the church to the monarch, something he notes as being most overtly found in England in
the sixteenth century.94 In re-establishing England as a non-Catholic nation, Elizabeth was
required to employ her visual self within a religious context in order to affirm herself not only as
a divine representative on earth but as a sacred being by virtue of her virginal status. The cult of
the Virgin Queen helped the unwedded Elizabeth to usher in a “new golden age of peace and
plenty.”95
Beyond the role that Elizabeth’s virtuous image played within English religious
iconography, it also featured heavily in the continued need to legitimize her reign and counter
arguments which saw her unmarried status as a political weakness. When she first came to power
it had been assumed that Elizabeth, like Mary before her, would take a husband in order to
“acknowledge her feminine limitations and ... relieve her of the burdens of government.”96 Not
one to be lacking in potential paramours, Elizabeth entertained but ultimately did not accept any
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of the relationships with the various royal suitors throughout her life including Francois, Duke of
Anjou who would have been able to perform the dual job of King to Elizabeth while also
establishing an unshakeable alliance with France, given that he was the son of the French
regents.97
There is disagreement in the scholarship around whether Elizabeth’s decision to remain
unmarried was something she intended all along or was a reactive, later development. Some
suggest Elizabeth had been against marriage and motherhood, influenced by her own mother’s
experience. Other scholars propose that her refusal to marry was a gradual evolution, resulting
from the political necessity as time went on. While still others present the idea that Elizabeth was
a “career woman” and any relationship or impending motherhood would only inhibit her ability
to rule.98 For Elizabeth it would seem that the idea of dynasty and inheritance was far less
important than it was to her father and instead she had to focus solely on justifying herself as
Queen and could not, and perhaps did not want to, dedicate herself to anything except for the
preservation of her own sovereignty—that, like a nun is married to Christ, she, as Queen, was
married to her country.99
Fashion, as we shall see, played a crucial role in her image-making. Virginity and the
sanctity connected to it began to infiltrate the way Elizabeth dressed herself in her daily life as
well as the way she was shaped in paint. Catherine Howey asserts that Elizabeth’s virginal
portrayal was necessary in order “to present herself as a chaste, virginal woman to prove that she
was morally worthy of holding the traditionally masculine office of monarch.”100 Her
independence needed to be reshaped and propagandized as a positive attribute rather than a fault.
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The Queen needed to create a sense of stability in her personhood in order to mitigate anyone's
ability to attack her on personal grounds and thus potentially wound her and by extension the
nation. It has been further suggested that Elizabeth was able to create her cultic image due to the
symbolic meanings connected to the color white and materials like pearls and diamonds.101
Scholarship has already been devoted to these aspects of Elizabeth’s wardrobe. Connections have
been made, for instance, between the use of pearls which allude to the moon which in turn allude
to Diana, goddess of chastity.102
Power dressing was an established tradition in the Tudor court. Elizabeth’s father Henry
VIII portrayed himself like so many of the elite Italian men whose portraits were discussed in the
previous chapter; he was a sovereign who knew to use his costuming as a means of
communication. In the well-known portrait by Hans Holbein (figure 15), the king is shown with
what at first appears like staunch frontality but upon closer inspection is a slightly angled body,
his left leg turned out just so.103 His enormous body is puffed up and exaggeratedly grandiose.
His right hand holds a pair of brown gloves. In order to express a “blatant masculinity” he wears
a heavily boned codpiece between his britches.104 The King’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon, is
credited with introducing to England the Spanish style of dress when she married him in 1509.105
Henry, however, was noted for styling himself in brighter, flamboyant colors. This mode of dress
was something that Elizabeth brought back into style after the interlude presented by her sister
Mary (figure 16) who often dressed in the more somber colors, particularly black,106 of the
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Spanish style and was sometimes even referred to as “the Spanish Tudor.”107 The Spanish
influences which fluctuate between Mary and Elizabeth’s dress can be exemplified by the third
wife of Philip II, Elisabeth de Valois (figure 17). Elisabeth de Valois108 is noted to have expressly
used the association between the color black and Spanish costume and custom in order to forge
her own new identity upon her arrival into the Spanish court.109 She wears a dress of the
aforementioned black, studded with applique, pearls, and gems. The bodice is stiff in the Spanish
style and the large swathes of black color from her waist down hint at the appearance of wearing
a farthingale.110 Her portrait, painted by Sofonisba Anguissola, not only displays an affinity for
the kind of decorated subtly found in her new homeland’s way of dress but also highlights the
aforementioned cultural exchange and proximity between the rising Spanish rule and Italy.
Anguissola was a noble-born painter from the northern Italian city of Cremona, not far from
Habsburg ruled Milan. After establishing herself as a painter in her native Italy she moved to
Spain to be one of Elisabeth’s ladies in waiting and court painter. Anguissola’s move from
Northern Italy to Spain is demonstrative of the closeness of these two courts and the way their
styles, in terms of high art and fashion, could be seen as being in dialog with one another.
Although Queen Elizabeth’s politics reversed what had normally been an advantageous
relationship between England and Spain this did not, however, mitigate the powerful sartorial
influence Spain continued to extend within England. Her tendency to dress entirely in white, may
have been reflective of a desire to move away from associations with Catholic Spain and to move
towards a way of dressing that links her more closely with her father, but she also understood the
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visual power of certain forms such as the popular Spanish farthingale, which is similar to a
crinoline. It was “constructed of fabric stiffened with rings of a firm material such as whalebone,
stiff reeds or rope” and held out the fabric of a woman’s dress at the waist.111 Thus, while
Elizabeth tried to shift away from Catherine’s and Mary’s more explicit use of Spanish style, she
would nevertheless co-opt the farthingale, which amplified her presence in court and in her
portraits. The farthingale, which is noticeable in many of her portraits including a portrait from
1590 (figure 18) and the Welbeck portrait (figure 19), takes up space within the canvas,
extending the queen’s body beyond the parameters of flesh. The curvature of her dress skirts
created by the farthingale echo not only her ruff collars but also the body of the open fans—thus
generating a fullness of being in multiple directions. Through her clothing choices Elizabeth
could appear larger than life, accomplishing the same heightened presence as her father could
through his sheer physical girth.
With every aspect of the Queen’s portraiture being important, carefully curated, and
imbued with meaning, it becomes increasingly surprising that so little ink has been dedicated to
the inclusion of feather fans in these portraits and to a consideration of how they, too, contributed
to enhancing the Queen’s image. She is not only so often painted with them, but also they are
often given prime location in the composition: centrally located and held up visibly in her hands
in a manner even more emphatic than in the Portrait of Laura da Paola by Lotto. These
paintings of the Queen are so finely composed that it would be far-fetched to think that
something as eye-catching as a feather fan was included for solely aesthetic purposes or to
merely be a ‘frivolous’ detail. 112 By virtue of its history, the fan has social meaning and by virtue
of the hand holding it, these particular representations have political power. For an accessory to
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be so ubiquitous in the Queen’s portraiture it would be helpful and necessary to examine firstly,
the viable avenues that feather fans might have taken to arrive in England and into the hands of
the Queen; and secondly, the general influences they had on her royal wardrobe. While there
exists a wide variety of portraits of Elizabeth holding feather fans, this chapter evaluates upon
seven such paintings and one etching that coincide with the early rise and establishment of the
cult of Elizabeth.
As explored in the previous discussion of Lotto’s and Moroni’s sitters, feather fans were
being used by the Italian elite in the 1550s—that is, around the same time of Elizabeth’s
ascension to the throne. In the same way that those women were using the fan as an emblem of
provincial elite status and identity, Elizabeth too would adopt the accessory as a means of
expression of power but on a scale that far surpassed her Italian contemporaries. Let us examine
briefly the way that such luxury items moved throughout Europe and eventually made their way
into Elizabeth’s hands.
A significant Franco-Italian source of influence on the English crown might have been
Catherine de’ Medici, Queen consort by marriage to Henry II of France and Queen mother to
three subsequent Kings of France as well as the young Duke of Anjou who had been briefly
considered as one of Elizabeth’s potential husbands. In her history of fans, Hélène Alexander
suggests that Catherine had been the origin source who brought the feather fan from her native
Italy to France.113 Despite religious tensions between England and France, Elizabeth and
Catherine were known to be in contact and were also in the diplomatic business of gifting items
such as pearls.114 Perhaps feather fans fit into this category of royal exchange. Catherine is shown
with a feather fan, for instance, in a portrait from the middle of the sixteenth century by French
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painter Germain Le Mannier (figure 20). The gilded inscription at the top identifies her as LA
REYNE DE FRANCE, thus dating the portrait to around 1547 when she married into the House
of Valois. Catherine is shown standing in the full length pose traditionally reserved for royal
subjects. She is, unlike Pace Rivola Spini almost three decades later, maximistically adorned as
befitting a Queen. Her dress, which triangulates out from her waist, takes up almost the entirety
of the lower two-thirds of the canvas. Her garments are encrusted in opulence. Against
background fabrics of rich black and coral-pink are dark gems fitted within gold settings.
Shimmering white pearls lay flat against the fabric, creating geometric diamond patterns. Other
oblong pearls dangle off the cross made of large black gems that rests centrally on her chest.
Further mixtures of these jewels make up the composition of her earrings, necklace, and
headpiece which sits atop tight dark brown curls. Her face is turned slightly, bringing her gaze
away from the viewer. To round out her face are thin, barely noticeable eyebrows and orange-like
coral-colored lips whose hue is reflected in a sliver of her right cheek which is mostly hidden due
to the way her head is pivoted. Her arms are encased in pink puffed sleeves—also
bejeweled—but mostly hidden below a huge swath of white slightly spotted fur.
One hand, her left, rests against her thigh, the fingers spindly and white. The other, her
right, seems to hover just above the small brown table which takes up the lower left corner of the
canvas. Between the thumb and palm of this right hand is a luminescent rich gold handle, which
has been carved with curvatures and swirls. From the scalloped edges of the handle sprout nine
fluffy feathers. Their colors undulate, looking blue in some parts, grey in others, and in even
other parts shimmering white. The small, individual tendrils wave as though a slight breeze is
running through them. Catherine looks like a steadfast monarch; she gazes off into the distance
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ready to take on her new role in the French court. She is armed with symbols of wealth and
status, including the fashionable accessories in this portrait.
Catherine was a formidable ruler. When Henry II died in a jousting accident in 1559, she
was left to rule in practice if not in name as the guardian of her young sons the future kings
Francis II and Charles IX. Elizabeth’s portraits date to the second half of the sixteenth century,
and indeed there are elements, especially when it comes to her fans, that help show how these
feathery accessories made their way from continental courts to England. In the Portrait of Queen
Elizabeth I (1585-90) (figure 21), the regent and her fan are portrayed similarly to Catherine’s
portrait. Her clothing is voluminous and fully adorned with embroidery and gems and her neck
completely covered by a wide lacey collar. The paleness of her face is remarkable as it stands in
contrast against even the white-gray of the ruff. Her hands share this whiteness; one rests on the
arm of the chair; the other grips the handle of a fan. These hands, as would be expected, are
hands that have not seen work or labor, an attribute meant to be displayed.115
In the series of etchings by Marcus Gheeraerts, known as the Procession of the Knights of
the Garter, the ninth sheet depicts the Sword-Bearer and Queen Elizabeth holding a feather fan
with a view of Windsor Castle in the background (figure 22). The imprint from the British
Museum is hand-colored and shows Elizabeth in a bright red gown with a tassel detail down her
front. The fan, due to its prominent location, held by both hands, and relatively large size is seen
as an important part of the queen’s wardrobe. This etching provides evidence of how it was used
in her official portraits as well as in public rituals. Held aloft in this manner, the attendants at the
procession would have seen the Queen’s fan first and foremost and then the queen herself. In this
manner, the feather fan, like the Queen’s subsequent ruffs in subsequent portraits, would frame
her face.
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The fans are also a callback to another time. The Knights of the Garter and the ceremony
around them was one of the ways in which Elizabeth began to instill what has been referred to as
a “neo-medieval” vision within her modern reign and to reinforce “medieval hierarchical
principles and an affirmation of chivalrous ideals.”116 It is notable then, that Elizabeth is
documented in Gheeraerts print participating in this procession with a fan in hand. These kinds
of ceremonies also acted to fill the aforementioned void of rituals left by the English separation
from the Catholic church. In terms of the inclusion of the feather fan this relationship to the
church is noteworthy as fans known as flabella were used in church ceremonies in Italy dating
back to the ninth century.117 The medieval church continued to ritualize the use of liturgical fans
as well as luxury’s role within the church.118 In certain instances the fan may have been utilized
for the practical function of keeping pests away from the Eucharist.119 Some medieval flabella
were made of metal rather than more pliable materials and were thus meant to act as a visual
reminder of earlier peacock feather fans that were previously used “during the pontifical masses
at St.Peter’s.”120
Indeed, one might say that Elizabeth with her semicircular ruff, her extended farthingale,
and her fan resembled a magnificent peacock, a bird that was associated with immortality and
resurrection. Returning to the portrait of Elizabeth from the final decades of the sixteenth century
(figure 21), we see a fan whose plumage is not dissimilar to the one held during the garter
procession. These feathers, like Catherine de’ Medici’s, are oversized and of a blueish-gray
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tinge. The handle of this fan goes even further along the spectrum of grandeur than Catherine’s
did, adding gems including a large red one to the already glamorous gold rod.
Unlike the women of the Italian elite, Elizabeth does not affirm her own personal financial
status; rather, through these luxurious details she stands as a representative of the fiscal power of
her empire that stretched across the Atlantic into her colonies. The wealth and power of
Elizabeth’s empire allowed her to obtain exotic materials that further distanced herself from her
female peers. Expanded opulence and glamour are found in many of the other painted fans in
Elizabeth’s portraits with color of the feathers and handle embellishment being the two inroads
into this kind of luxury.
Colored feathers tend to be more prominently used in earlier portraits of Elizabeth, with
many, but not all, of her later fans being made up of white plumes coinciding with the rise of the
cult of the Virgin Queen. Two portraits, dating to circa 1575, show Elizabeth holding fans that
exemplify her interest in opulent materials as well as her return to bright Henrican colors. The
Pelican Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I (figure 23), which is attributed to the English painter
Nicholas Hilliard, has the colorful tips of feathers peaking out from the lower left-hand corner of
the painting. This portrait is often written about with regard to the pelican jewel that hangs from
her chest, for the pelican was meant to “symbolize the Queen’s relationship to her subjects.”121
While these feathers do not belong to the pelican, the connection between this bird and the queen
provides some insight into the symbolism of the feather fans for the female regent. The
symbolism of the pelican is connected to two aspects that were of extreme importance to
Elizabeth’s image—her role as the religious leader of the Church of England and her role as the
self-sacrificing Mother of the nation. As legend goes, the pelican feeds its children by plucking
at its own feathered chest to provide them with its blood. The story is an allegory of Christ. The
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pelican as a pictorial symbol is often associated with this sentiment of immense sacrifice for
others.122 Additionally, the pelican can symbolize “good motherhood”123 as the lore pertains to
the female of the species. For Elizabeth, this double-edged meaning was useful in her image
making as it allowed her subjects to act as the stand in for her children thus allowing her to
positively project herself as a maternal figure even though she chose to forgo having children of
her own.124
Whether married to or mothering the nation, the Queen’s intentions were clear: her role
as sovereign was of the utmost importance. The feathers here are large quills, similar in shape to
the ones used in the portrait by the unknown painter (figure 21). The colors used are
extraordinary and recall the wonderfully dyed pink and white fan held by Isotta Brembati in the
previous chapter. Here there are three tiers of increasingly larger feathers. Closest to the base are
light pink plumes, just tinged with a hint of color. Next is a row of forest green. And the final
largest row is of brilliant true pink. This rosy color choice is reflected in another Elizabethan fan
in the so-called Welbeck or Peace Portrait painted in the 1580s (figure 19). The Queen is
portrayed as an allegory of Peace and as a judicious ruler. Here Gheeraerts is able to paint a far
more elaborate one with another adorned handle. While it is modest in size, it is marked by a
visually powerful head of pink feathers.
Elizabeth also had numerous white fans in her extended arsenal of accessories. The Earl
of Leicester, on New Year's Day 1574, gave the Queen “a fanne of white fethers, sett in a handle
of golde.”125 The Earl was a member of the English elite who, like Elizabeth, knew the power of
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fashion and of fashionable gifts.126 As the cult of Elizabeth was firmly established, the female
regent tended to be portrayed with fans made of white feathers to emphasize her ‘virginal’
virtues. Two paintings from an unknown artist and the school of Nicholas Hillard, respectively,
include such fans. The Portrait of Elizabeth I from 1590 (figure 18) and the Portrait of Elizabeth
I, circa 1598-99 (figure 24), show her in similar compositions. Both paintings are full-length
representations. Each painting has Elizabeth wearing large, decorative dresses. In both cases
these gowns are embellished with some form of gems and embroidery as well as intricate
detailing on the skirt: shells on the former and flora and fauna on the latter. A red ribbon and a
single large pearl emerge from the center of her waist. In both portraits, the Queen’s left arm
hangs languidly against her side with a heavily embellished fan handle in her hand from which a
large halo of white feathers rise. This chromatic choice shows a shift in personal style as well as
the potential for streamlining when it comes to the symbolic elements of her cultic imagery.
In these portraits, Elizabeth is often shown with ostrich feathers. As with the pelican, the
avian symbolism here is of note. White ostrich feathers, specifically those from the wing of the
male bird, were of immense value during the mid-sixteenth century. They tended to reach Europe
via Venice and came from birds often hunted in North Africa.127 The unadulterated color of these
feathers had an added value since they did not require further bleaching. Not only did their
whiteness already telegraph a message of purity, a connection stemming from biblical times, but
the untouched, unaltered status of the feather only added to its ability to symbolize Elizabeth’s
virgin status.128 The ostrich itself would have also provided the Queen with a link to virginity due
to the bird’s symbolic meaning. To produce their young, ostriches bury their eggs in the sand,
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“abandoning” them, and allowing the egg to be “hatched by the sun.”129 This immaculate
conception of sorts, creates a link between the ostrich and the Virgin Mary—the very figure
whose imagery Elizabeth’s cult was absorbing and replacing.130 In holding a white ostrich
feather fan, Elizabeth thus pushes her virginal messaging more emphatically in the portrait. She
makes sure that every element of the portrait is working together to better perform the image she
was making of herself which in turn continued to legitimize her power in the eyes of the public.
Including specific accessories was, therefore, a decisive and purposeful choice meaning
to convey parts of Elizabeth’s identity through a visual language, something which becomes even
more evident when the paintings themselves have clear political connections. This connection
between personal identity and politics was especially pronounced in the Armada Portrait, which
was made to commemorate England’s victory under Elizabeth’s guidance of the invading
Spanish fleet of Philip II. Of the surviving versions, at least two provide visual reference for the
use of the feather fan in a specifically political image (figures 25 and 26).
Focusing on these two paintings allows us to pull together many of the themes of this
chapter. The large, multi-strand chains of pearls, a small globe, and her fan in the foreground
helped to express the power she was able to wield on the throne in light of her triumph. The
Woburn Abbey version (figure 26) has an overall warmer hue and brightness whereas the
National Maritime version (figure 25) is darker, with cooler undertones. One of the major
differences between these portraits are the sea battles depicted in the background—calm on one
side; turbulent on the other. In both paintings, Elizabeth is seated in the foreground, her head is
framed by the two seascapes as well as the tops of green curtains. The middle ground is occupied
by two pieces of red furniture, which feature gold colored decoration. A large jewel encrusted
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crown sits atop the piece on the left side of the image; a statuette of a mermaid occupies the right
side of the painting.
Besides Elizabeth, the foreground is anchored by the corner of a green table on top of
which her bare, right hand rests atop a globe. Elizabeth wears a dress of black and cream fabrics,
with a lined cape sitting on her shoulders. Her sleeves billow out like the sails through the
window to the left as if to say that she has the force within her to guide the English to victory
against the Spanish. Pearls and star shaped ornaments dot her sleeves and skirt, pink bows run
down the edges of her outer garments. Layers of pearls on long strings hang off her neck almost
reaching her lap. Her pale face is surrounded by a large collar of white lace creating a sunburst
effect around her head like a halo. Atop her blonde hair are more pearls and a single white
feather embedded in jewels like a miniature crown. Elizabeth’s gaze meets the viewer’s in the
Maritime version, wherein the Woburn she appears almost dead eyed, gazing off into the distance
with little animation. Her left hand holds the golden handle of a fan, whose base is made up of a
large gem and other inlaid materials. A large bushel of white feathers makes up the body of the
fan in the one version (figure 25) whereas more individuated feathers, which are barely there,
sprout from the base of the other (figure 26). Like the plume in her crown, the fan makes her
otherwise heavy presence seem supernaturally ‘light as a feather.’
The Armada portraits were made to commemorate the decisive English win against the
Spanish armada, a key moment of victory for Elizabeth and a defining show of power for the
English as a naval power. This win was of increasing importance to Elizabeth who was at the
same time facing assassination plots from Catholic factions and an increasingly antagonistic
relations with King Philip II of Spain.131 As art historian Anna Reynolds points out, men were
shown in their military garb and glory as the idea of being “painted for battle” was not a pictorial
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trope extended to women. Instead, she suggests that the Armada painting acts as a
gender-specific battle portrait for Elizabeth, a demonstration of her own “dominance of the seas”
through the clothes she wears and the accessories she carries.132
This painting could further be seen as Elizabeth in armour because of the connection
between the feathers she wears and the feathers conventionally depicted on military uniforms
throughout Europe. As previously noted in the Portrait of the Man in Pink, the feather, when not
used in fans, was not reserved to female fashion.133 Ostrich feathers, in particular, were often
used by powerful men like Charles V to decorate their headgear as we saw in the previous
chapter. Philip II, Charles V’s son and Elizabeth’s nemesis, can also be seen using large feathers
in his military gear as a sign of might. Philip II, like his father before him, had Titian paint his
portrait while in military garb (figure 27).134 Unlike his father’s portrait (figure 8), Philip is not
shown active on the field in a battle campaign, but rather dressed in his armour in the palace. His
helmet is placed on the table behind him and he rests his own hand atop it, his fingers almost
touching the white plumes that adorn its crest, the requisite plumage of the sixteenth-century
military uniform.135 In this regard, not only does Elizabeth’s “battle image” use feathers in a fan
but also on top of her head, creating a sartorial connection between herself as a powerful
leader—Elizabeth Gloriana— and the cohort of male leaders against whom she often battled.
The expansiveness of her white feather fan in the Armada Portrait almost seems to suggest that
she has plucked them from Philip’s helmet to mark her victory over him like a war trophy.
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As this chapter has discussed, the feather fan previously portrayed in portraits of elite
Italian women including Catherine de’ Medici was adopted and adapted by Queen Elizabeth I. In
doing so, it took on slightly differing meanings depending on the way in which it was portrayed.
In the portraits explored in this chapter, the meaning of the fan may be twofold; both are related
to the idea of global domination. On the one hand, the fan may be a reference to Elizabeth's
ambivalent relationship with the influence of Spanish styles. Even when at war with the
Habsburgs, Elizabeth never entirely removed Spanish fashions from her closet as an inventory of
her wardrobe from 1599 notes multiple dresses of Spanish style.136 In the same way that the elite
women of Italy chose increasingly elaborate and opulent fans in order to differentiate themselves
from courtesans who imitated them, Elizabeth took this continental accessory and made it part of
her own iconography. When she holds the fan in the portraits after the Armada, she is also
visually representing her victory over Spain, incorporating the feather fan as part of the pictorial
legacy of the Gloriana. On the other hand, the fan may be a reference to England’s expansion
into the Americas, a place where feathers began to be exported from as luxury commodities, as
the following chapter elucidates.
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Chapter Three: The ‘Slave’ and the ‘Princess’: Feather Fans in Global Empires

Parmigianino's so-called Schiava Turca, painted between 1531 and 1534 (figure 4), provides
a third and final lens through which we can further extrapolate the role the feathered fan played
in Renaissance portraiture. The identity of the woman has been lost to us from at least 1675 and
the painting was misidentified from 1704 onward.137 The trouble with this portrait starts, but does
not end, with the clothing and accessories worn by the sitter. Seated in a twisted, three-quarter
view, the so-called “Turkish slave” lifts her eyes up to address the viewers. Her slightly upturned
lips curve her mouth into a knowing smile as enigmatic as the Mona Lisa — what does she
know? She wears her hair in loose ringlets that frame her forehead. Atop her hair sits a gold and
white headpiece featuring a central medallion with a white, winged horse. In 2014, on the
occasion of the exhibition The Poetry of Parmigianino’s Schiava Turca at the Frick Collection,
the curator Aimee Ng provided a new theory of identification in which she concluded that the
woman in the portrait is most likely not meant to represent an actual Turkish slave but a poet in
the guise of a Turkish slave.138 While this thesis does not work to further Ng’s identification, the
fact that Ng sees this sitter as a potential member of the Italian elite is important to our
understanding of who the sitter was and why she may have been represented this way.
Indeed, her smooth, pale face has ruddy pink cheeks and thin, arched eyebrows that further
animate her expression. Her dress is a not uncommon combination of a striped v-neck partlet,
covered by a voluminous dress of deep navy, which features ruffled shoulder details and slashed
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sleeves and comes together under her bust from which a pleated white apron falls.139 Her only
visible hand is shown protruding from a white crenulated sleeve ornamented in black thread. She
wears on her left ring finger a single, thin, gold band, the only piece of jewelry in this portrait.
Within her hand is the object that most concerns this chapter: a fan held with its plumes upright
towards her face. It is made of white and beige wisps, whose closeness and volume give the fan a
sense of magnificence and movement, as though it was just in use to cool down her flushed face.
The handle, unlike many of the other fans already revealed in this study is cream colored and
rather than being made of gold or gilt bronze looks to be made possibly of carved ivory. The
Schiava Turca acts as a case study in this examination of the visual language of female
portraiture while also broadening the global landscape within which the feather fan was
operating.
The earliest title attributed to this painting—A Portrait of a Young Woman—is no more
illuminating than its present title may be confounding. This simple, not particularly descriptive
title, was recorded as such in the late seventeenth century inventory of Leopoldo de Medici’s
collection, which subsequently became the foundation for the Uffizi in Florence.140 In 1704, the
painting was mis-labeled by eighteenth-century curators under the misnomer of Schiava Turca.141
Over a century and a half had passed from the time when Parmigianino painted this portrait to
the moment when she gained this title. To the early eighteenth-century viewer, the sitters’
headpiece, fan, and other details such as the seemingly random chain woven into her sleeve,
seemed ‘exotic’ and more similar to styles of dress seen coming from the east than what was à la
mode in Italy. It is presumed that her headdress was mistaken for a turban rather than identified
as a balzo, which was a common head accessory for fashionable women of the mid-sixteenth
139
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century.142 For instance, it can be seen in Parmigianino’s contemporaneous portrait Portrait of a
Lady (“Contessa Gozzadini”) (figure 28) as well as in Cariani’s Four Courtesans and Three
Gentlemen. In this regard, identity here is also slippery. The simple misidentification of the balzo
as a turban completely alters how the portrait is understood by the modern viewer. This chapter
considers how the feather fan in the portrait was also an accomplice in this misattribution.
The female sitter in the Schiava Turca is dressed in a manner similar to the other women
we’ve encountered. She wears an elaborate and sumptuous dress, her hair is pulled back in a
highly stylized up-do, and she holds a feather fan as a status and statement piece. Rather than
simply dismissing her mistaken identity, however, this error allows us to consider the
sixteenth-century narrative surrounding the fan in terms of global identities in a period of
territorial expansion.
The history of feather fans is built upon European interactions with, and in many
instances colonization of, already established cultures. It has been argued that, “the [ancient]
Romans colonised much of the civilised world, deriving art forms and culture from various
countries; peacock and other feathers imported from Roman dominions were often seen in fans at
imperial banquets.”143 In the sixteenth century, however, direct influences came from both the
Ottoman Empire and the newly discovered empires of Central and South America.
Feather art was already established as a mode of artistic expression in pre-Hispanic
Mexico, but it became popular in Europe following the Spanish colonization of the Americas.
There was a rich array of Mesoamerican fans, headdresses, and other body adornments.144
Elaborate feather-works depicting Christian subjects, such as the well-preserved, mid-sixteenthcentury mosaic depicting the Salvador Mundi (figure 29), were also created for use in the
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Catholic populations of New Spain. More generally speaking, feathers had symbolic cultural
meaning to the Mexica people that went beyond fashion. Feathers held deep ties to their ideas of
sacrifice and were an integral part to understanding their own relationships to their gods. In her
foundational essay on Mexican feather art, Alessandra Russo points out that feathers were
considered a “common denominator for the entire Mexica pantheon of deities.”145 The feathers
themselves were believed to be imbued with the divine. In their original context, especially when
used in sacrificial practices, feathers held a symbolic meaning to the Mexica people, but what
might they have meant to the women being painted a continent away? Did the exoticism of
feathers have a connection with the fans shown in sixteenth-century Northern Italian portraits
such as Parmigianino’s painting?
Although the Italian states were not colonizing the Americas, they were still interacting
with the materials and information Spain brought back to Europe from their western expeditions.
Hernán Cortés, under the lure and promise of gold and other magnificent materials left Spain in
1519, landing in modern-day Mexico and confronting the powerful Aztec empire. The Aztec
king Motecuhzoma II preemptively sent Cortés and his crews items of splendor and luxury
including but not limited to “brilliant feather fans,”146 hoping this would fulfill their mission and
cut off any further interactions with the Conquistadors. Three years later, these fans, among other
items such as gold jewelry and feathered headdresses, were sent back to Spain to be received by
Charles V.147 Spain’s explorations and exploitations of this new landscape allowed them to
develop and dominate new trade routes; as a result, Spain’s global standing was far outpacing the
ununified Italian city states and principalities in terms of global influence and empire.
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As the Spanish empire became more global and more powerful, it flooded the European
market with goods from these new locations. A Venetian ambassador stationed in Antwerp
remarked on some of the art being imported from New Spain: “Never have I seen here any
embroidery or handiwork that can rival the quality of some of their featherwork.”148 Patrons and
collectors sought out other commodities such as “textiles, paintings, precious stones, shells,”
resourced from both indigenous peoples and Spanish settlers.149 As a result, the sixteenth century
saw an influx of trade in exotica moving between Europe and the Americas as well as the Far
East. Raw and finished goods from East Asia sold in Manila were being traded in American
ports such as Acapulco and Callao along the Manila Galleon route.150 These trade networks,
coupled with the routes bringing goods from the Americas to Europe, created what Marta
Ajmar-Wollheim and Luca Molà note as being integral to understanding the cultural taxonomy of
the early modern period as a “cross-fertilization and hybridization with other civilizations around
the world.”151
If Italy had been on the forefront of fashion innovation from the thirteenth to mid-fifteenth
centuries, it now found itself in the sixteenth century being influenced and no longer the
influencer.152 As we saw in Tudor England, Spain’s sartorial impact was on the rise. Imperial
expansion allowed Spanish innovations to dominate because many of these trends were, as
Francois Boucher is quick to point out, wholly dependent on the new materials shipped from the
Americas.153 The exotica coming from New Spain expanded extant European interest in feathers
found in ancient and medieval natural histories. Previously, particular interest was paid to birds
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such as the ostrich. A bird not found in Italy, much of their understanding was based on earlier
bestiaries and general animal writings by people such as the ancient Roman writer Pliny the
Elder and the medieval author Isidore of Seville.154 In his Natural Histories, Pliny identifies
ostriches as being “of Africa or Ethiopia.” 155 Beyond noting the strange habits of the bird, like
hiding its head in the sand while the rest of its body remains visible, Pliny also noted that their
feathers were “used for adorning the crests and helmets of warriors.”156 Like Pliny, Isidore of
Seville identifies ostriches as an animal from Northern Africa.157 Representations of ostrich
feathers can even be found in prehistoric Egypt where they appear in early hunting patterns and
feather engravings.158
We can get a sense of what it was like to be in pursuit of these birds thanks to Jan van der
Straet’s Ostrich Hunt in Barbary, ca.1578 (figure 30).159 This ink drawing shows two hunters sat
atop horses. The central scene is engulfed with motion. The hunters work, together, with their
pack of small dogs, to attack the large bird who in turn screams with fearful intensity, as its
tongue shoots sharply out of its mouth. Everything feels like it is engaged in flight, an
oxymoronic symptom of the image, as ostriches cannot fly.160 The term “Barbary” refers to the
coastal region of Northern Africa including areas of modern-day Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya thus
expanding where ostrich feathers could be procured and highlights major ports of trade. Ostrich
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eggs, if not ostrich feathers, have been noted to have been imported from “Barbary” to Northern
Italian cities like Prato since at least 1400.161
Van der Straet’s late sixteenth-century sketch helps us return to the Schiava Turca and her
‘false’ identity. In the same way that Africa, Egypt, Algeria, and Tunisia seemed to be conflated,
so too various non-Western traditions of feather-work came to be collapsed into an imaginary
sense of exotic otherness that was partially from the west and partially from the east. By 1520 the
Ottoman empire had expanded out of Anatolia and acquired large portions of Northern Egypt
and Algeria followed by conquering Northern Libya by 1566; finally in 1574, Tunisia was taken
from Spain.162 Feathers from Ottoman controlled regions in North Africa were also traded to
other mercantile cities like Venice to then be made into luxury products. Circuitously, one may
forgive the eighteenth-century curators of Parmigianino’s portrait who may have actually been
referencing a Turkish element to her style as an explanation for her misattribution.
The Ottoman Empire, a globally dominating force in its own right, was also a source of
stylistic influence amongst the European elite. Queen Elizabeth I, along with the previously
discussed connections with both Spain and the Americas, sought out Ottoman styles in order to
create and strengthen political alliances. The portrait of Queen Elizabeth I (figure 31) from 1575
provides a visual example of Elizabeth’s use of Ottoman garments. The painting was made
during clandestine negotiations between England and the Ottomans, which culminated in the
successful establishment of diplomatic and commercial relationship between the two
empires—something England had been desirous of since the reign of the first Tudor king Henry
VII.163 The Queen is painted wearing a richly brocaded dress, a large swoop of pearls around her
neck, and holding a multi-colored feather fan. The feathers look like pansy petals with bright
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yellows and reds mixing with more muted greens and midnight blues. The closed bodice and the
horizontal, orange decorative bands are two elements typical of Ottoman dress.164 Elizabeth’s
wardrobe was noted to include a large selection of Turkish garments and accessories.165 Gifting
between monarchs, as we saw with the exchange of pearls between Elizabeth and Catherine de’
Medici, also occurred between Elizabeth and the Ottoman sultan, royal gifts including clothing
were given to the Queen from Murad III.
Further examples of feather use in military costume, a male trend we already saw with
Charles V and Philip II, can be attributed to the long history of Ottoman use. Stemming from
centuries back, the inclusion of such materials was meant to act as a marker of the wearer’s rank
and affiliation.166 When trade as well as conflict arose between different empires, fashions such
as feathers in hats and feathers in fans began to be adapted and appropriated across cultures,
bringing with it new meanings for the wearer as well as connections to its past associations. In
the 1530s, when Parmigianino painted the so-called Schiava Turca, the use of feathers, with its
direct relations to both the newly discovered kingdoms of the Americas and the growing powers
of the Ottoman Turks, can then be read as a symbol of political power. The sixteenth-century
viewer of the portrait is alerted to the fact that the woman in the portrait is cognizant of and
engaged with what is going on in the world around her.167
At the most basic level our sitter is a moneyed, elite woman of status: pearlescent skin,
coiffed hair, fanciful accessories that hold more power than meets the eye, lavish dress, and an
unadorned background.168 However, another way her identity can be read as it weaves together
the title later given to her, which expands our understanding of this portrait to a world beyond
164

Jirousek and Catterall, “The Sixteenth Century Reaching for the East,”100.
Boucher, Years of Fashion, 100.
166
Jirousek and Catterall, “The Sixteenth Century Reaching for the East,” 102.
167
Welch and Claxon, “Easy Innovation,” 108.
168
Gould, Parmigianino,107.
165

56

Italy. Thus, rather than simply dismissing the identification the Schiava Turca as an
eighteenth-century mistake, perhaps we can entertain the idea that Parmigianino’s female sitter is
posturing in the guise of a ‘Turkish slave’ as a means of cultural appropriation that nevertheless
speaks of her privilege, status, and power. Her feather fan is the key object that creates the visual
language within this painting for its viewers to understand her place in its multifaceted society.
Throughout this thesis women have been shown to project powerful versions of themselves
in their portraiture, which could explain why this sitter would be trying to identify or align
herself with a Turkish identity and the Ottoman empire. However, this power is swiftly negated
by the painting’s title which identifies her as a slave. Thus the viewer is left with a confused
understanding of both this woman’s nationality and status. One of the explanations for this
attribution of rank is the seemingly random chain that is shown woven within the fabric slits of
her right sleeve.169 Scholars have argued that this chain has no function and was included in order
to provide a connection to establish the sitter’s “enslaved” identity. Belt chains or cintole,
however, were a common part of an Italian Renaissance woman’s outfit.170 Moreover, as we saw
in chapter one, such chains with fine rings of shining gold were often attached to the bases of
fans. We can see an example of a fan being attached to a similar gold chain in Moretto da
Brescia’s Portrait of a Lady in White (figure 32) from about 1540.171 The female sitter in this
instance is most probably a member of the Italian elite similar to the women discussed in the first
chapter. She shares much of their luxury detailing including an ornamented dress, golden jewelry
hanging from her neck and ears, adorning her fingers, as well as small white gloves. Like those
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women, Queen Elizabeth, and the Schiava Turca, the Lady in White also holds a fluffy feather
fan in her right hand. Dangling from her wrist is a gold chain that also disappears down the side
of her dress and looks like it could be attached to her fan handle. Under the presumption that the
gold chain in Parmigianino’s painting is in fact like the chain in Il Moretto’s, then there is further
reason to believe that the Schiava Turca is more simply an Italian woman using the accessories
available to her to present herself within the visual language of power and status afforded to her
by her wealth.
This reading would alleviate the identification of the sitter as a ‘slave’ without removing
the idea that she could be play-acting as a Turkish person. This kind of role play in portraiture
can be found over two hundred years later when Carle van Loo painted Madame du Pompadour
in the guise of a sultana (figure 33). It cannot be discounted that this painting was made under
different circumstances than those in the sixteenth century, but that does not discredit the fact
that both women could be striving for the same thing — cultural appropriation as a sign of their
power and privilege. Madame du Pompadour has herself painted as a sultana during a heightened
craze for the style of Turquerie. She did so, in part, to establish herself on the political level that
a sultan would have without losing her feminine identity. Like Elizabeth I, Madame de
Pompadour’s play-acting aims to provide visual assurance that women can attain power just as
men can.172
The feather fan would become less popular during the seventeenth century due to the
increased use of the folding fan. We can be assured, however, that it did not cease to exist and
could still be employed as a tool for fashioning one’s image in many of the ways it was used in
the sixteenth century. We will conclude here with an unusual final example. An early
seventeenth-century painting (figure 34) made after a print by the Dutch engraver Simon van
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Passe shows the Native American Pocahontas in three-quarter pose. In her study of this portrait,
Charlotte Ickes proposes that the clothing of the ‘princess’ is used here as a means to visually
express her connections with both England and the Americas. It is noted that Pocahontas wears
elements of early Jacobean costume as a nod to an adopted Englishness. The inclusion of the
feather fan in the image allows us to see the trajectory of female sartorial accessories beyond the
confines of a single century or continent. Her visual representation can be seen as a culmination
point of all of the ideas which the fan in portraiture was meant to express. Like the Schiava
Turca, the identity of this indigenous woman is obfuscated. Through her clothing she is
transformed; taking on an identity that does not represent her true self.
This Anglicization of her personhood was a form of propaganda that showed her exotic
qualities while making her more ‘acceptable’ for an English audience.173 Pocahontas, born
around 1595,174 was the daughter of Powahatan, a paramount chief who led tribes throughout the
Chesapeake Bay area.175 ‘Rescue narratives’ proliferate through much of our understanding of
who Pocahontas was and tend to focus on her relationships with two Englishmen: Johns Rolfe
and Smith. These stories originate not from anything she may have written but rather from the
writings of both contemporaneous and later European men. In such tales there is a focus on love
and sacrifice without factual grounding.176 Pocahontas was (and is) thoroughly allegorized within
the terms of a ‘native princess’ in order to satisfy the need to exculpate the actions of colonists.
Within this persona she is both ‘primitive’ and compliant and even supportive of white Christian
ideals.177 This fashioning of personhood relies on the visual language through which she is
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depicted and, as we have so often seen, her clothing is able to convey diverse aspects of her
representation.
Multiple aspects of her outfit are familiar to the portraits we have already looked at such as
pearl earrings and her prominently displayed white feather fan. Ickes makes connections between
both of these items and their corresponding national identities. Although her style draws on
Jacobean fashions of the seventeenth century, the feather fan and pearl earring hark back to
Queen Elizabeth I. Here the pearls tie Pocahontas to the English crown and may also be meant to
relate those elements of purity that they did when worn by Elizabeth. The ostrich feather fan, in
Ickes’s estimation, is a connection to allegorical representations of Algonquin royalty who wore
headdresses and costumes made of feathers.178 Based on the way that feather fans have been used
in the portraiture hitherto examined, I would push that these representative accoutrements further
suggest Pocahontas’ sartorial connection to Elizabethan imagery. If for Elizabeth the fan
represented her domination over the world, Pocahontas’ feathers provide a visual indicator of her
‘allegiance’ to her white colonizers in an emerging global identity.
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Conclusion

From courtesans to queens the feather fan’s inclusion in sixteenth-century female
portraiture was meant to convey more than just simple extravagance. The overwhelming use of
these powerful plumes in female portraits has not been a topic investigated even within the study
of fashion and the arts. This thesis has sought to incorporate this accessory into the wider study
of early modern material culture. Each chapter has tried to unravel how the feather fan signified
style, taste, and power in portraits of women of differing nationalities and social statuses. The
rise of fashion as style beginning in the 1350s, progressed to the point in the 1500s where an
item’s purposeful function, especially for the moneyed classes, became secondary to its ability to
convey particular social messages about its wearer to a larger audience. The perception of an
object’s ‘frivolity’ became its very function in this context.
The purpose of this visual language hinges on the tumult of the second half of the sixteenth
century when feudal hierarchies gave way to increased social mobility. Following Frick’s study
of the symbolic language of the codpiece, this thesis has sought to understand how women could
react through accessories such as the feather fan to the enormous change on a global scale. In the
case of Queen Elizabeth I, we found even deeper networks of global interaction due to the
far-reaching origins of the feathers as well as the origins of the fan’s usage. From ancient Rome
to the empires of the Americas, feathers were being used in art and in fans well before the
sixteenth century. In the glimpse of the sixteenth-century moment covered in this thesis,
however, elite women began to harness the extensive power of the plumes in order to create an
image of wealth and stability even as their worlds were becoming less stable.
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In the final analysis, it is the who that is integral to understanding the what of the feather
fan. The elite Italian women of the Northern territories that we encountered in chapter one sought
to show themselves with these fans in order to reinforce their class positions—that is, as a means
to announce their place within the upper echelons of society. Along with other possessions, the
fan served as proof that they were aware of fashion trends as well as power trends, aligning
themselves with the sartorial influences of the Habsburg court and its territories, an empire
whose dominating maritime presence was on the rise throughout the sixteenth century. Taking a
step upwards on the social ladder, the royal use of the fan during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I
was also shown to be a useful tool in self-fashioning. We saw how Elizabeth used this detail,
alongside other more scholarly established elements of her wardrobe, to establish an image of
political might in the face of her detractors. Finally, the Spanish and English empires were
confronted and influenced by the Ottomans to the east and the Americas to the west who already
had their own traditions of feather-work.
The feather fan is an unexpectedly political object. This thesis has sought to demonstrate
what and how their appearance in female portraiture might have signified. As the feather fan
became embroiled in the visual language that was being created and manipulated by
sixteenth-century women and artists, it was able to take on powerful meanings and qualities
which it inherited from the origins of its materiality. Through the lenses of gender, status, and
global interactions the fan took flight. From the perch of a painting, this seemingly ‘minor’
fashion accessory acted as a way for women to convey what they knew about the world around
them and how they wanted to be perceived within that world.
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